Henry Savile began his long mathematical career in 1570, at the age of twentyone, with a remarkable series of lectures on Ptolemy's Almagest. He prefaced these "ordinary lectures" (the text of which is extant in full)1 with a long prologue, in which he surveyed each of the mathematical arts, and traced the history of the discipline from the Garden of Eden to Ptolemy. In his lecture devoted to the art of geometry, Savile revealed to his students the course of his own mathematical development. As a young, philosophically minded student, he told them, he was urged to the study of mathematics by a friend, or perhaps by the internal prompting of his Platonic daemon:
I confess that I set about my studies with a delight in the multiplicity of things. For who would not be delighted by so noble, so pleasing, so agreeable a variety of the most pleasant of things? I was greatly moved by the certain and established passages from first principles to intermediate results, and from them to advanced theorems, set out in a straightforward order of progression. It was pleasant to embark on triangles. Investigations of quadrilaterals pleased me greatly. I delighted first to describe circles, and then to unite them with the aforementioned figures. Then, before I had grown tired of circles, the sweet harmony of proportion seized me, in which I should always wish to linger-but I did not wish to die having The impression Savile gave to his students was one of a solitary learner: perhaps under the guidance of his unnamed "friend," but nevertheless making his own way through the study of mathematics, with much joy and success, though crowned ultimately with failure. But, as his listeners may have recognized, Savile's journey was not through the abstract science of mathematics itself, but through a particular book: Euclid's Elements. He began with the first principles, and the very shape of the Elements: a "straightforward order of progression" from the simple to the more complex. From triangles (bk. 1) and quadrilaterals (2), he moved to circles (3) and the inscription and circumscription of figures within them (4). After studying proportion (5-6), he leaped over the three arithmetical books into the notoriously difficult tenth book on irrational magnitudes, which (according to this account) finally defeated him.
Savile continued his account, saying that he now turned his attention to astronomy, or rather, to the book that contained astronomy, Ptolemy's Almagest. Ptolemy, he related, immediately recognized him as a mere beginner in geometry, and sent him away to continue his mathematical education. So Savile resumed his journey through the Elements, mastering the three books on solid geometry, and finding them a sheer delight. He completed his study of threedimensional geometry with the more advanced texts of Archimedes, and Apollonius's Conics. Now, at last, he might have been able to return to Ptolemy-though he adds that, in fact, certain men to whom he will always be grateful urged him to complete his mathematical education with arithmetic, and with other works of Archimedes, particularly his On the Sphere and the Cylinder. Now, it is certainly possible that Savile was simply giving a factual account of how he learned mathematics. On the other hand, there is something a little odd about his account. Why should Ptolemy's Almagest have been too difficult
